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Future Seeds: Investing in Crop Diversity 
for a Food Secure World 
A new home for the conservation of humanity’s most important crops
at the International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT)
Building a sustainable food future since 1967

A Facility for the Future
In order to do this, CIAT is constructing a new state-of-the-art genebank 
specifically designed to conserve and distribute vital crop collections 
of beans, cassava, forages, and their wild relatives, and to identify their 
unique – and often still unknown – climate-resilient and nutritional 
qualities.
This new facility will: 
• Conserve and distribute vital crop collections.
• Develop improved crops for the world’s most vulnerable.
• Educate the public about the importance of crop diversity in our lives 
and build scientific capacity for conservation.
Features of CIAT’s New Genebank include:
• An iconic and energy efficient building design, with sun 
radiation, solar energy, thermal control, natural ventilation, 
and rainwater harvesting, so that the building itself will 
convey a strong public message about the vital importance 
of environmental sustainability.
• Conservation of samples in storage vaults at very low 
temperatures, with a capacity to preserve about 250,000 
seeds.
• Distribution of both physical seeds from the collections 
as well as the related digital genetic collections that store 
genetic diversity more fully and enable CIAT to share 
information globally.
1  The Economist. 2015. Banks for bean counters. Available at: http://www.economist.com/news/
international/21664194-wild-ancestors-worlds-most-important-crops-could-help-avert-devastating 
2  FAO. 2004. Building on Gender, Agrobiodiversity and Local Knowledge. Available at: www.fao.org/
docrep/007/y5609e/y5609e02.htm
The Future of Crop Diversity 
The crops that humankind relies on for its survival today come from 
a huge diversity of wild plants and crop varieties that have evolved 
over thousands of years, and were crossbred by nature, farmers, 
and scientists. This diversity is a priceless reservoir that can help us 
adapt today’s crops in the face of challenges such as climate change, 
environmental degradation, and the demands of feeding a growing 
global population.
However, in the last century alone, agricultural practices, deforestation 
and pollution have destroyed many of the habitats of these wild crops. 
The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
estimates that between 1900 and 2000, 75% of the world’s crop diversity 
was lost and a third of today’s diversity is at risk of disappearing by 2050. 
They found that more than 90% of crop varieties have disappeared from 
farmers’ fields in the last century.2
With crop diversity rapidly dwindling, the need to collect, preserve, and 
share the biological foundations of our global food supply is imperative, if 
we are to ensure a climate-resilient, food secure future for generations to 
come. 
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CIAT safeguards more 
than 67,000 distinct plant 
samples, including the 
world’s largest collections 
of beans, cassava and 
tropical forages. Since 2014, 
these collections have 
been distributed to more 
than 50 countries around 
the globe, with more than 
28,000 crop varieties 
shared in the last decade. 
Crop Diversity Conservation
CIAT’s current genebank, located in Cali, Colombia, safeguards the 
world’s largest collections of beans (37,937 samples), cassava (6,643 
samples) and tropical forages (23,140 samples), many of which can no 
longer be found in farmers’ fields or in the wild.
This facility is more than 45 years old and was originally constructed 
as a meat processing plant. If we are to reach our goals of conserving 
biodiversity, and ensuring our crop varieties are preserved and made 
available to plant breeders and farmers around the world, we must invest 
in a new facility specifically designed for this purpose.
Why Genebanks Matter:
Hurricane Mitch was the worst natural disaster to hit Central 
America in the last century, and the agricultural sector of 
Honduras and Nicaragua took the brunt of the storm. Experts 
estimate the hurricane destroyed up to 70 percent of the 
countries’ basic food crops. 
In its aftermath, CIAT’s genebank was instrumental in providing 
critical seed stocks of local bean varieties lost in the hurricane to 
farmers in Honduras and Nicaragua, helping to restore production, 
ensure domestic food security, and reestablish crop diversity.
In order to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 
2020, particularly Goal 2, to “end hunger, achieve food security and 
improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture,” we must: 
“Maintain the genetic diversity of seeds, cultivated plants and 
farmed and domesticated animals and their related wild species, 
including through soundly managed and diversified seed and 
plant banks at the national, regional and international levels, and 
promote access to and fair and equitable sharing of benefits arising 
from the utilization of genetic resources and associated traditional 
knowledge, as internationally agreed.”
3  FAO. 2004. Building on Gender, Agrobiodiversity and Local Knowledge. Available at: www.fao.org/
docrep/007/y5609e/y5609e02.htm
Why Crop Diversity Matters
Ensuring Food Security
The fight to end hunger is one of the greatest challenges facing the 
world right now. Thousands of interconnected species make up a vital 
web of biodiversity within the ecosystems upon which global food 
production depends. Crop diversity loss means humanity is more 
dependent on a small number of key crops, and consequently more 
exposed to harvest failures due to pests, diseases, and extreme weather.
Adapting Agriculture to Climate Change
Forecasts for declines in the yields of staple crops show that climate 
change will place unprecedented pressures on our ability to grow 
the food we require. Adapting agriculture to these future conditions is 
therefore essential. The development of crop varieties that can cope with 
heat, drought, and floods, as well as pests and diseases, may well be the 
most important step we can take to adapt to climate change.
Reducing Agriculture’s Footprint on the Environment
The loss of biodiversity is one of today’s most serious environmental 
concerns. Among the threatened species are the wild relatives of our 
crops – species that could help us breed future crop varieties with less 
impact on the environment. For example, new forage grasses bred 
at CIAT for more sustainable livestock production offer tremendous 
possibilities to reduce nitrous oxide emissions and the leaching of 
polluting nitrates into water supplies, while also raising crop yields 
through more efficient use of nitrogen fertilizer.
A Unique Opportunity to Invest in Crop 
Diversity for a Food Secure World
In order to build this genebank we will need US $15 million. President 
Juan Manuel Santos and the Colombian government have pledged US $8 
million to catalyze national and international actors to join them in securing 
the future of vital crops. 
The United Kingdom, through the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences 
Research Council and the Newton Caldas Fund, has generously 
contributed US $1.2 million, and CIAT has earmarked US $1 million of 
its own funding for this project. Additionally, national partners—like the 
regional Government of Valle del Cauca—have generously pledged their 
support to this initiative.
CIAT is seeking additional funders to make our vision of a new home for 
biodiversity in Colombia a reality. We invite you to be part of this initiative to 
safeguard the world’s crop diversity and ensure a climate-resilient and food 
secure future.
Join us.
Why CIAT?
In the 50 years since it was established, CIAT has amassed a remarkable 
track record of science for development impact. It is recognized 
worldwide for its achievements in developing technologies, methods 
and knowledge that make agriculture practices resilient, sustainable and 
climate smart. 
CIAT is a member of CGIAR, a global research partnership for a food 
secure future. CIAT’s research focuses on increasing productivity of 
key crops, reversing soil and land degradation, and using big data to 
foster better decision making about climate change and environmental 
management. 
CIAT has distributed 200,000 samples to more than 135 countries
 About CIAT:
• Founded in 1967.
• Mission: To reduce hunger and poverty and improve human 
nutrition in the tropics through research aimed at increasing 
the eco-efficiency of agriculture.
• Headquartered in Cali, Colombia, with regional offices in 
Nairobi, Kenya, and Hanoi, Vietnam.
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